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Cloyd 1
Abstract
Sex education and LGBTQA+ history have long been censored and removed from
curriculums across the United States. As this information has disappeared from our education
systems, important values like consent and boundary setting have become increasingly obsolete
despite the modern body autonomy movement. Leather and SM culture, which began post-WWII
and reached their peak in the 1970s during the sexual liberation, have become increasingly
important as their ethical and moral codes have been lost over time to the HIV/AIDs epidemic
and censorship from second and third wave feminsism. Two prominent movements,
anti-pornography and sex-work exclusionary radical feminism, have worked to eradicate
sexually explicit content, including sex education, as well as LGBTQA+ history. As human
contact moves further online, Kink communities have found themselves banned from various
platforms along with relevant safety information due to policies like FOSTA-SESTA that have
made platforms, like TikTok and OnlyFans, liable for activity on their apps including grooming
and other predatory behaviors. These policies have also led sex education and safety information
to be spread by unreliable sources that is inaccurate at best and dangerous and deadly at worst.
Hanky code, Old Guard era safeword-based models of consent, and various boundary setting
protocols from the 1970s are vital to understanding the development of human sexuality and
building healthy relationships in the twenty-first century.

Key Words: LGBTQA+ studies, Feminism, Sexuality, Social media
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Anti-Pornography Feminism, KinkTok, and Consent:
What We Can Learn from The Sex Wars and Leather/Sadomasochistic History

Introduction
Leather and BDSM (bondage & discipline, dominence & submission, sadomasochism) culture
has long been hidden and swept under the rug in an attempt to not only erase the sexual history
of the United States, but also erase a large part of LGBTQA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer/questioning, asexual/aromantic) history and the development of LGBTQA+
identities and politics. While the sexual history of the United States begins long before this time
period, the 1970s were a turning point in which sexuality became a public issue discussed not
only outside the bedroom, but in academia and at conferences where feminist groups across the
nation came together to debate sexuality. After Stonewall in 1969, LGBTQA+ rights and
freedom, as well as the general topic of individual sexuality, became a nationwide discussion in
which specifically lesbian feminists began discussing the limits and freedoms of expressing and
engaging in their sexuality under a patricarchical system. While leather and SM
(sadomasochism) history has origins in the 1940s with gay men discharged from WWII, SM
culture and questions of sexual freedom and body autonomy became a lesbian-feminist issue in
the 1960s and 70s during the sexual liberation movement.
Modern BDSM culture takes place overwhelmingly online due to places like Tumblr,
Twitter, Reddit, and TikTok hosting various subcommunities and offering uncensored and
unmonitored space to discuss kinks and sexual interests with people across the globe. Due to the
growth of online Kink spaces, BDSM practices and culture have become more mainstream and
therefore more accessible to everyone. BDSM information shared online is often unverified and
cited without sources, leading people to practice their sexuality in unsafe ways. As the world
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moves away from restrictive purity culture and into a more sexually fluid and individual
choice-based world, there have been various debates about how pornography and how public and
uncensored discussions of sexuality have affected our society, where the line is between what is
and is not allowed to be spoken about in public, and who gets to participate in BDSM culture as
a whole. As we delve further into these discussions, it becomes increasingly noticeable how the
sexual freedom movement of the 1970s and the history of SM and Leather has been forgotten
and rewritten to place Kink as the corrupted villain and the sexual freedom movement as the
righteous savior of women and children. Modern pro-BDSM and anti-pornography feminist
debates reflect the same discussions that happened in the late 1970s and 80s between the Samois,
a notable lesbian feminist SM group, and various anti-pornogrpahy feminist groups, prominant
ones including Women Against Pornography and Women Against Violence in Pornography and
Media.
Modern feminist rhetoric repeats these same debates regarding sadomasochism and the
perceived infliction of violence against women like the anti-pornography feminists discussed in
the 1970s and 80s. Modern anti-pornography feminists have been labeled as anti-sex work
feminists. They are refered to as SWERFs (sex-work exclusionary radical feminists), named after
TERFs (trans-exclusionary radical feminist) coined in 2008 by feminist blogger Viv Smythe.
Their main argument centers around the idea that pornography and other forms of sex-work
cannot be consensual because of the monetary transaction between the customer and those
performing the service. These arguments will become relevant as we discuss the Barnard College
conference as well as the continued written debates between SM lesbian feminists and
anti-pornography feminists (Gerhard 2000, 472; McBride 2008). These ideas are found in
Samois articles from the 1970s with readers asking an advice columnist if you can be a
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lesbian-feminist and engage in SM activites, if consent is really more powerful than the
patriarchal societal power dynamics that are imposed on us, and if consensual sexual violence is
really any different than domestic abuse. Anti-pornography feminist’s misunderstanding of SM
and Leather’s ideologies are fundamental to the SWERF argument as their platform depends on
the assumption that SM and Leather encourage violence, which it does not. As these
conversations continue, it is important to understand the history of sexual liberation, important
figures in this movement, like Guy Baldwin and Patrick Califia, their arguments, and LGBTQA+
history and its simultaneous growth alongside SM and Leather culture post WWII. Much of
Leather and SM culture has gone unrecorded due to the HIV/AIDs epidemic in which many of
the founding members of these communities lost their lives leaving a barren community with few
members to carry on traditions and record the culture authentically. Without the knowledge of
these communities, our understanding of consent and boundaries lacks nuance and historical
context.
For the duration of this work I will be using LGBTQA+ instead of Queer to address the
community as a whole due to the historical implications of the word as a derogatory term in the
time period I will be referencing throughout. It is important to acknowledge how advanced
LGBTQA+ discourse and community development has become since the 1960s and 70s when
SM and Leather Culture was being established and originally written about by members of the
community. Definitions have evolved over time, and many identities have new terminology to
describe them, as well as altered denotations and connotations for each label. For the sake of this
essay, and to be accurate to the identification labels used by those I will be referencing, lesbian
refers to women who are exclusively attracted to women and participated in the development of
feminist culture in the 1970s, and gay refers to men exclusively attracted to other men.
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Lesbianism was a sexuality as well as a political stance against the patriarchy and control over
women both on a micro and macro level (Zeitz 2008, 679). Bisexuality and other identities under
the multi-sexual umbrella were still heavily under debate and typically excluded from lesbian
and gay culture, and therefore misrepresented and ignored (Warner 2011, 13). I acknowledge
these definitions have evolved since then to be more nuanced and inclusive to trans non-binary
identities and sexual fluidity, but for historical accuracy and to respect those in the LGBTQA+
community that have come before me, we will be working with the aforementioned definitions at
least within the context of 1960-80s sexual liberation movement. It is also important to note that
feminism had a variety of definitions and connotations in this time period, very different from
the intersectional broad term it is now. Feminism meant something different to each group that I
will be referencing, but overall it includes opposing the patriarchy and fighting for a woman’s
ability to choose what to do with her body (Linden 1982, 78-80; Warner 2011 45-48; Shulman
1980, 596; Gerhard 2000, 472).
Regarding the SM/Leather/Kink community, SM and Leather were the labels used for the
community post WWII until recently when the community moved names to Kink/BDSM to be
more inclusive of the variety of people and experiences within it (Johnson 2004, 2; Baldwin
1980s). SM refers solely to sadomasochism, the enjoyment of inflicting or experiencing pain.
Leather refers to the post-WWII motorcycle culture where discharged men created communities
centered around the fetishization of power dynamics and masculinity and wore leather items of
clothing with specific patches and pins on them to identify their alliances (Johnson 2004, 2;
Staples 2019; Leinus 2019, 24; Cornier 2019, 2; H. Fischer 1977, 20). Old Guard is the
1960s-80s era specifically of Leather culture in which protocols were established, solidified, and
enforced within these communities (Baldwin 1980s). Old Guard practices tend to be more rigid
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with specific rules that were shared and passed along verbally within these clubs by mentors.
Prominent figures such as Guy Baldwin and Larry Townsend have published various manuels
detailing the Old Guard Leather culture such Townsend’s The Leatherman’s Handbook II (1972)
which I will be using as a reference. The term cruising is specific to the Leather and gay
community as it refers to hook-up culture using flagging methods like hanky code. Old Guard
culture declined in the 1980s due to the HIV/AIDs epidemic that affected many of the original
members of Leather clubs (Lenius 2010, 58). BDSM and Kink (capital K) are umbrella terms
that refer to the contemporary community of those who engage in deviant or any non-normative
sexual practices. These terms have become subjective as many fetishes have become normalized.
The terms kink and fetish for this paper will be interchangeable to emphasize their congruent use
in the Old Guard spaces, but have more nuance now. They refer to the specific actions or
activities such as SM or bondage. These definitions are vital to the understanding of different
elements in Kink culture and how it progresses from WWII to modern times.
While LGBTQA+ topics are appropriate for all ages, sex education should be tailered for
the age receiving the information. Kink education, due to the risks of participating, is exclusively
for adults even though not all Kink is sexual. Kink communities across the United States have
different age requirements for participation, but for the sake of this discussion, I will be defining
adulthood as starting at 18 years old. Minors do not have the right to be in Kink spaces online or
in person, even in spaces centered around Kink safety information. There are ways to implement
the values of Kink without having minors present in adult spaces. Having minors present in kink
spaces can lead to grooming and abuse. Grooming, according to National Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), is “when someone builds a relationship, trust and
emotional connection with a child or young person so they can manipulate, exploit and abuse
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them.” SM and Leather history, while vital to the understanding of the development of modern
LGBTQA+ history and culture, should be taught to adults by adults. Consent and boundary
setting and enforcing are tools useful for everyone, including minors, and therefore can be taught
in non-Kink based sexual education programs.
I acknowledge my privilege as a white transgender sexuality scholar. The groups I will be
discussing were primarily white able-bodied middle-class cisgender lesbian feminists and it
shows through their publications. Black women, specifically black transgender women, have
continuously been the target of anti-sex work, transphobic, homophobic, and racist attacks and
notoriously were not included in the feminist discussions of sex-work, sexual freedom, and body
autonomy. Black women were ostricized from the feminist groups I will be mentioning, and
therefore had to create their own spaces that did not receive notoriety or involvement in
conferences and debates. Feminists like Audre Lorde, bell hooks, and other Black women were
refused inclusion debates and literature discussing these topics. Anthologies like Against
Sadomasochism: a Radical Feminist Analysis (1982) and publications from both SM groups and
anti-pornography feminist associations overwhelmingly included white lesbian feminist women
and dismissed non-white women from contributing.
I also acknowledge that my interpretation of Kink history and opinions regarding Kink,
SM and Leather are affected by experiences with contemporary kink culture, both online and in
person. As someone who has been part of the online Kink spaces for the better part of a decade, I
have watched consent models evolve as well as how safety protocols for Kink spaces have
become increasingly abundant and monitored. I have also been lured, exploited, doxxed, and
groomed within these spaces on various online platforms and victimized by individuals who used
Kink as a cover for abuse. While my experience is not universal, there were many teens lured
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into these spaces by adults on a variety of sites and who now have lasting trauma regarding Kink
spaces. Many of the ideals of the Old Guard, Leather and SM groups for the last few decades
have been lost in time and have therefore been unable to be implemented in contemporary times.
Taking into account Leather and SM history, diverse and inclusive sex education programs that
include sexually deviant practices could have prevented many cases of abuse and harassment
online and in person. Without the knowledge of these communities from the past and their
involvement in the sexual liberation movement, we as a society have been unable to progress
models of consent to be all encompasing of a variety of mental and physcial states, curate sex
education programs that focus on safety and harm prevention, and create spaces in which people
can explore their limits, boundaries, and capabilities safely. Understanding Kink’s ethical and
moral code is important in building a society with understanding of consent and boundaries.

Leather History: From WWII to 1972
The beginning of leather culture can be dated back to around the end of World War II when many
homosexual soldiers were forcibly discharged from the military due to their sexuality. Called the
“Blue Discharge,” this involuntary discharge was primarily used to remove mentally ill soldiers
from the military (Abe 2020; “Coming Out Under Fire” 2020). During this time, homosexuality
was considered a mental disorder that prohibited men from performing their duties, therefore,
gay soldiers, or those who were suspected of being homosexual or engaged in homosexual
behaviors, were discharged for the safety of the other soldiers. These soldiers were sent back to
bay cities, most prominently San Francisco, and were kept in isolation, sent to various mental
institutions and quarantined in brigs in order to keep the so-called “sex perverts” away from the
rest of society (“Coming Out Under Fire” 2020). Once released from these institutions, the
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discharged gay male soldiers in an attempt to create the community they lost, created motorcycle
based communities that mirrored the hierarchy and regulations of the military. The goal of these
biker communities was not only to maintain relationships with the people they had worked with
briefly in the military and subsequently discharged with, but also attempted to maintain a similar
level of discipline and order that the military had given them. Each biker community had its own
set of expectations, from behavior to clothing, and many were exclusionists, only accepting those
who they had known in their units or people who passed their regulations (Johnson 2004, 2;
Baldwin 1980s; Lenius 2010, 56). These men also maintained the aesthetics of military life,
including but not limited to buzz-cuts, impossibly fit physiques, and clean-cut uniforms with
adornments to showcase rank and importance (Cornier 2019, 71-72; Johnson 2004, 2). These
clubs held incredibly high standards for their members. Many of these communities were hosted
at bars, and this is where leather sadomasochism (SM) culture grew from. These bars played a
great role in building communities, but also supported a LGBTQA+ culture dependent on
alcohol and intoxication.
In these communities, members would wear full leather, from vests and jackets to leather
chaps and other undergarments, mostly as a way to protect themselves while riding their
motorcycles, but also for aesthetic purposes (Staples 2019). Leather became increasingly
important as it was a way to weed out who was an experienced biker in the community, knowing
and following all the regulations and expectations within these biker bars, and who was
inexperienced and new, who did not belong and understand the undercover culture of motorcycle
and leather bars. Their “leathers” had to be of a certain quality, each club typically having one
supplier in which they were expected to remain loyal to (Townsend 1972, 177). Biker clubs
would have their signature style, whether through stitching, specific leather pieces like vests or
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chaps, or pins/patches that would be attached to the leathers to show who they belonged to
(Lenius 2010, 140).
These clubs fetishized masculinity and exclusively valued the strict gender roles imposed
by the greater heterosexual society. Members were expected to uphold toxic masculine traits and
look down upon anyone who showed femininity. Men who bottomed or played the submissive
role in SM scenes were shamed for their preferences as bottoming was considered feminine.
Also, these clubs encouraged a certain type of body— a sharp and muscular physique,
unbelievably strong and well-rounded— playing into unrealistic body types and expectations for
gay men for decades to come. These idealizations were from soldier aesthetics and were present
prior to WWII and the development of leather culture, but became increasingly sought after in
the 1960s and beyond (Cornier 2019, 2, 71-72; H. Fischer 1977, 19).
Within these clubs, flagging was developed as a form of sexual communication. Prior to
WWII, gay man had already began unifying aesthetics such as bleaching their hair, but
post-WWII men evolved the identification system (Chauncey 1994, 3). As noted in Hal Fischers
book Gay Semiotics: A Photographic Study of Visual Coding among Homosexual Men (1977), he
discusses various flagging methods: piercings, belt buckles, key rings, and the hanky code (also
spelled hankie) (H. Fischer 1977, 10-12; Townsend 1972, 25). Flagging was a survival method to
find community through hidden symbols that seemed normal to the dominant population but had
very strict meaning to those who knew and understood the code. Unifying the flagging methods
of the 1960s, 70s and 80s was placement (H. Fischer 1977). Worn on the right, the symbol
indicates that the wearer plays the passive role in sexual excahnges, while the left side indicates
the wearer plays a more active or dominant role (Cornier 2019, 16-17; H. Fischer 1977, 10).
Hanky code came out of leather bars in order for individuals to quickly indicate avalibility to
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cruise, their preferred position/role, and the specific sex act(s) they would like to engage in.
Hanky code was the basis of consent in these clubs, allowing other attendees, without verbal
communication, to know exactly what each other was willing to engage in and how. It was a
revolutionary form of flagging that simplified communication during the cruising era of Leather
culture.
The basics of the hanky code were established in the 1970s in San Francisco originally
with only red and blue, indicating fisting and intercourse respectively (Cornier 2019, 48-49, 57).
The list expanded throughout the 1970s and 80s with more kinks being represented including but
not limited to Purple representing Piercer and Piercee, Kelly Green as Hustler and John, and
Gray for bondage top and bottom (fig 1). Novelty stores had a wide variety of colors and textures
as well as printed cards with colors, placement, and meaning (Cornier 2019, 48-49). This
extension of the code, according to Guy Baldwin and Gayle Rubin, two influential members of
the SM and leather communities with expansive writing on the topic, was a social experiment to
see how far the community would take the “joke” (Cornier 2019, 57). Flagging became vital to
LGBTQA+ culture extending from hankies to entire aesthetics as noted by Fischer: classical,
natural, western, urbane, and leather (1977, 15). Lesbian feminist SM groups like the Samois
created their own hanky codes to prioritize the prominent fetishes in their communities. Their
first official lesbian only code was published in their membership newsletter in 1978. They also
published their own document titled, What Color is your Handkerchief: a Lesbian SM Sexuality
Reader, in 1979 featuring a chart with new color and fetish associations including, red to
represent fist fucking, black to indicate heavy SM activites, and several more (fig 2).
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Figure 1. 501 Tavern: The Ultimate Hanky Code, Leather Archives & Museum, Chicago,
Illinois. Accessed 2022.
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Figure 2. Hanky Code Chart from What Color Is Your Handkerchief: a Lesbian SM Sexuality
Reader. Samois, 1979.
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As noted by Larry Townsend in his book, The Leatherman’s Handbook II (1972), these
communities, despite their flaws, were centered around consent and having individual power
over your body (22-23, 78, 127). Specifically, Townsend discusses safewords, limit negotiation,
and flagging specific roles and activities as a way to maintain autonomy (23, 137, 208). These
elements will become useful as a pro-SM tool in debates with anti-pornographhy feminists for
decades to come. Townsend’s book specifically discusses male Leather and SM practices,
speaking on his own experiences, those of the men around him at these Leather bars, and the
Leather world as a whole in which he claims to be an expert on. These concepts are the
foundation to safer Kink practices and have evolved over time as new techniques and
considerations take place.
The first official leather bar opened in 1958 in Chicago. This bar was created and
maintained by a motorcycle club of discharged men from WWII. It was founded by Chuck
Renslow and Dom Orejudos who would later go on to found International Mr. Leather in 1979, a
competition centering around leather culture hosted in Chicago and still occurring to this day,
crowning an International Mr. Leather who represents the community for a year (Abe 2020;
Leinus 2010, 56). The mandatory events for these competitions include an interview, stage
performance to display physique and stage presence, and display of leathers and
accomplishments in the community (“International”). International Ms. Leather competitions
began in 1987 in California and also occur annually (Abe 2020). These competitions showcase
what remains of the original Leather and SM communities as well as advertising the Kink
community as a collection of disciplined hard working individuals dedicated to sex education
and various related causes. This time period in Leather history led up to what is referred to as the
Old Guard.
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Leather History: After 1972
Old Guard is regarded as the years 1972 to 1982 as it was when Leather culture was at its
strongest, ideologies developed and individualized for each club and its membership, as well as
the beginning of various national Leather events (Baldwin 1980s). While this time period is
considered the “Golden Years of Leather,” It is important to note that sadism, masochism, and
fetishism continued to be in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychological
Association even after homosexuality was taken out in 1973 (Baldwin 1980s; Johnson 2004, 1).
This kept Leather and SM communities underground with very few people speaking about these
issues publicly (Warner 2011, 156). Many writers, artists, and other creators that contributed
content surrounding SM culture and communities were anonymous with aliases that they put in
place as a safety measure to prevent them from losing their jobs and being publicly shamed for
their practices. Many of these people are still yet to be identified, and so many of the documents
that I have accessed are not tied to a specific individual, but instead members of groups writing
under the name of their organization.
As mentioned, Leather culture had reached its peak in the 1970s when the Old Guard was
alive and thriving across the United States. This can be seen with the creation of Leather and SM
groups, like the Samois, which were some of the first LGBTQA+ groups to be properly
established in the United States (Warner 2011, 52-53). While advertising these groups as being
all inclusive to any LGBTQA+ individuals that wanted to participate in this culture, there were
still misogynistic standards that limited acceptance. This was mostly seen in male Leather clubs
in which the standard was still military men that relied on masculine stereotypes. Women’s
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Leather clubs tended to be more inclusive, allowing any woman who was not straight into their
organization (Warner 2011, 186).
These SM and Leather clubs were a product of the late 1960s/70s sexual freedom
movement that extended past sexual orientation and found its way into heterosexual spaces
(Staples 2019). SM clubs and BDSM culture as a whole made their way into the mainstream
through films like Deep Throat (1972), shown in theatres, and the book The Story of O (1954)
which became popular in the 1970s, the Samois taking their name from a location in the novel
(Comella 2015, 444). Hetersexual SM culture included swingers clubs in which couples switch
partners and engage in sexual activity with one another (Townsend 1972, 305). Heterosexual SM
spaces also adopted LGBTQA+ forms of flagging including the hanky code in which they kept
the same colors and associated kinks (Cornier 2019, 27). While LGBTQA+ Kink spaces have
often remained private and kept the same values as the Old Guard clubs, heterosexual spaces do
not necessarily value safety, but instead, sexual freedom (Zeitz 2008). This is still seen today in
novels like Fifty Shades of Grey (2011) in which Christian Grey abuses the protagonist Anastasia
Steele under the guise of kink. These books focus little on safety and communicating safer sex
practices, and instead on the erotic aspect of giving yourself with no hesitation to someone with
power over you, both socially and societally. Fifty Shades of Grey romanticizes abuse and paints
Kink as a choiceless activity where one party has to ignore their boundaries and individual safety
and limits in order to please another. These concepts were seen in the 1970s with films like Deep
Throat and other pornography films of the time.
Old Guard communities are hard to find, but appreciation for the foundations of Leather
and SM culture is ever present in modern Kink communities where Leathermen are offered the
highest respect and valued as the leaders and founders of these spaces. While many of these
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specific historically accurate Leather communities have been lost over the years due to the AIDs
epidemic and the inability to pass leather culture down through the ranks due to it being largely
undocumented for safety and privacy reasons, historians are working towards collecting
documents to recognize the origins of SM and Kink culture, as well as the founders of these
communities.

Samois: Lesbian Feminists in SM and Leather Communities
The Samois was a San Francisco based lesbian sadomasochistic group that existed form 1978 to
1983. The Samois is considered the first known SM organization in the United States. This group
developed from Cardea, a lesbian-feminist group that disbanded in 1978. Both were a subgroup
of the Society of Janus that focused on BDSM more broadly and was co-ed. Their name comes
from the controversial erotic novel The Story of O (1954) written by Anne Desclos originally
under the pen name Pauline Réage, in which a heterosexual woman explores her submission and
BDSM culture in France. Two of the notable founders of the Samois are Gayle Rubin and Patrick
Califia. Their work on SM remains some of the most revolutionary work in the field (Warner
2011, 52-53; Rubin 2004, 3-4).
Patrick Califia, who during the life of the Samois identified as a lesbian and has since
transitioned and identifies as a bisexual transgender man, is a feminsit scholar who wrote
extensively for the Samois zine publication as well as other documents in defense of SM and
freedom of sexual practice (McBride 2008; Warner 2011). His work has been influential not only
to the development of SM and early LGBTQA+ culture, but also to modern feminist and sex
scholars. Califia mainly argued against the notion that SM was an acceptable way to allow abuse
to exist within the lesbian community. In the 1970s, he had written numerous articles and
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pamphlets arguing against violence and victim blaming. Califia’s continuous work in SM spaces
and sexuality scholarship has been vital to building the field.
Alongside Califia was Gayle Rubin, a notable scholar on queer theory who has been an
important figure in the development of queer studies and sex work scholarship. Although I
recognize her important work in this field, it is important to acknowledge the contemporary
discourse regarding Rubin’s personal life, as she has promoted pedophilic actions and
organizations. She has written a variety of articles for the Samois and Leather Archives &
Museum on Leather history, the ideology of SM lesbian feminists, and discourse regarding
anti-pornography feminists from the 1970s and 80s.

Second Wave Feminism: The Anti-Pornography Movement
The anti-pornography movement was created to fight the evergrowing world of sexually explicit
content and the subsequent violence against women that took place in media, including films like
Deep Throat (1972). Two primary groups that made a name for themselves in the
anti-pornography era of the 1970s were Women Against Pornography (WAP) and Women
Against Violence in Pornography and Media (WAVPM). WAP and WAVPM both targeted
pornography as a primary focus, but their fight against violence led them to a focus on SM
groups, specifically the Samois, who despite agreeing with their stance on eradicating violence
against women, found themselves the target of many “feminist” attacks over sexual freedom.
WAP and WAVPM grew out of Women Against Violence Against Women (WAVAW) established
in Califonria 1976 and was one of the first feminist groups established to challenge sexual
violence in the media (Comella 2015, 445). WAVPM was established in San Francisco in 1976
and WAP, the New York outpost of WAVPM, three years later in 1979 (Bronstein 2016, 208).
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While these feminists were known specifically as standing against a single issue, their platform
included incest, rape, forced prostitution and sex trafficking, domestic abuse, sexual harrassment,
and child abuse/assault. They believed that these causes were all promoted, whether explicitly or
implicitly, by SM feminists, and that sexually explicit content, like pornography, should be
eradicated (Comella 2015, 439-441).
Their original platform centered around violence against women in the media including
movies and magazines like Playboy, but their focus shifted to pornography, sexually explicit
media, and SM groups by the late 1970s (Bronstein 2016, 201-208). Groups like WAVPM
believed that pornography incited violence against all women and that all women were harmed
by the existence of sexually explicity material, SM or not (Bronstein 2016, 208). The founder of
WAP stated that, “many feminists believed that male sexuality was inherently violent,” and so
anti-pornography feminists worked towards dismantling the patriarchy and upholding women as
non-sexual beings (Warner 2011, 102). WAVPM continued its work across the nation attending
conferences, debates, as well as holding their own events to share the information they have
gathered.
One specific event took place at Barnard college’s conference “The Scholar and the
Feminist,” the ninth in a series of conferences in 1982. This specific one focused on the topic of
sexuality and was a tipping point in sexual liberation movement, regarded as the The Sex Wars.
The event, while attempting to represent all theories of sexuality and feminist thought, did not
include anti-pornography feminists. These anti-pornography feminists believed they had been
excluded from organizing the event and attending due to a claim from the organizers stating that
their ideology was already dominating sexuality discussions and did not need representation in
the mainstream. The morning of the conference, anti-pornography feminists stood outside the
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building wearing shirts with “Against S/M” across the back handing out leaflets with information
covering topics such as butch-femme relationships and sex roles, SM activities, pornography,
violence against women, and child sexual abuse, insinuating all of the previous are equal. This
event is considered the catalyst for The Sex Wars, but far before this conference, the Samois and
anti-pornography feminists had exchanged various letters and articles in their respective
publications. The Barnard Conference was not the start of The Sex Wars, but a turning point in
which feminism was divided with no middle ground. Feminists were expected to pick a side,
stick to it, and join the respective groups to further their cause (Gerhard 2000, 472; McBride
2008; Bronstein 2016, 23-25).

Modern Day Impact of The Sex Wars
I believe we are currently in a resurgence of The Sex Wars, but instead of these debates taking
place in academic spaces among scholars, these discussions have moved online. The Sex Wars
was a promiment movement in the late 1970s and 80s with the anti-pornography movement
clashing with the sexual liberation movement that centered around body autonomy and taboo
desires. In online spaces, e.g. Twitter, Tumblr, Reddit, and Tiktok, we see generation Z having
similar debates that the 1970s feminists did regarding freedom of sexual expression and where
the line is between healthy and producitve body autonomy and the replication of toxic societal
power dynamics. While a majority of these debates target specific kinks and BDSM dynamics,
their arguments apply to the Kink community as a whole, making generalized claims about
people who participate in these activities. BDSM culture, while not unified entirely, is a
collection of people fighting for their ability to practice their sexuality freely. Kinkshaming has
become abundant and targeted, picking specific fetishes to argue against the validity of each
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individually, citing violence against women and the infantilization and fetishization of pedophilic
standards for women e.g. hairless body, petite bodies, etc..
As sex work has become glorified in the media through shows like Euphoria (2019),
platforms like Reddit and Twitter have seen an increase in Kink related content and the growth of
individual communities focused on a single fetish. The debates regarding sexual liberation and
where women fit into the mix have increasingly moved online in non-academic spaces where
anyone can share their thoughts, including those with no prior knowledge or context about The
Sex Wars, anti-pornography feminism, or SM/Leather history. It is important to note that these
conversations are happening primarily between 18-25 year olds with a significant influence and
platform on one or more of these apps. These individuals typically have no previous information
and are uninformed about Kink practices, including basic safety and history. As sex education
programs around the country shift to abstinence only education, practical safety information,
Kink or otherwise, is being lost (“Comprehensive” 2022).
One of the places where Kink content has increased in the past few years is Tiktok.
Tiktok is a video sharing app with an easily digestible user interface that allows anyone (and
everyone), to create content that is shared via a highly specific algorithm instead of exclusively
by who you follow. Apps like Tiktok are a breeding ground for controversial opinions due to the
functioning of the app, e.g. more interactions (likes, shares, follows, profile clicks) lead to it
being promoted on the “For You Page” (fyp). With the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic in
March 2020, many people fled to the app to create content about their new pandemic lives, and
this is when the Kink/BDSM side of TikTok emerged and began to gain millions of views.
Typically referred to as KinkTok, this side of the app focused on Kink education as well as
fostering a community of like minded individuals in a time where in person contact was limited.
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With the growth of Kinktok came backlash which instead of focusing on the community as a
whole, focused on specific creators or fetishes that they deemed unacceptable and taboo. Kinktok
videos grew overnight due to the overwhelming critique of the content and the location of this
information. While TikTok is not advertised as a children’s app, historically it has had an
audience overwhelmingly under the age of 18. Much of the criticism comes from those with the
intent to protect women and children from obscene content, including sex education and kink
safety (Smith 2021). Much of what KinkTok has focused on is safety, but a portion of this
information has come from uninformed and outdated sources, including individuals who are
using this information as a bait to lure and groom others into unsafe relationships and activities.
Grooming has been a large issue on KinkTok due to the app’s demographics and the growing
number of predators using the app to find children. While grooming is not specific to TikTok, it
is important to address the safety concerns of hosting Kink content on this specific platform.
TikTok has yet to craft a setting to showcase content exclusively to adults or to verify the ages of
users.
While TikTok is a fairly new platform debuting in 2016, sites like Reddit, Twitter, and
Tumblr have been around for decades, releasing in 2005, 2006, and 2007, respectively. Reddit
has boards that resemble Craig’s List in which individuals can post ads to find others with similar
interests. Twitter is a global network without a proper tagging system, but the ability to sort
through content with incredibly specific restrictions. Twitter also shows people's individual likes
as well as topics that users can choose from to be offered more specific ad targeting. Tumblr’s
tagging system, while inefficient and disorderly, can sort posts through a variety of filters that
make it easy to find related content to your previous searches and reblogs. These three apps have
built large Kink spaces that are monitored by algorithms that cannot keep up with the ever
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growing population of users, as well as human moderators, referred to as mods, that are typically
unpaid and are few and far between. For example, r/GoneWildAudio is a Reddit community with
more than 820,000 members and eight moderators who are unpaid for their work on this page.
These three sites have become breeding grounds for grooming and abuse under the guise of
Kink. This is not new. As noted by Townsend himself in The Leatherman’s Handbook II, SM and
Leather spaces have been used to cover abuse and criminal activity (1972). These narratives
were highlighted by the movie, Cruising (1980), starring Al Pacino that focused on abusers
hiding within the community to use the safety protocols to take advantage of other members. The
movie was a homophobic attempt to condem Leather and SM culture, but highlighted actual
issues within these communities. The Samois wrote about these topics as well, confirming that
abusers are not invited to join their spaces and those who use SM as a cover for their abuse are
not kinky, but instead abusers (Warner 2011, 182). Califia has stated that the lesbian SM
community should prioritize their feminist thought first and always return to their honor and
ethical code (Warner 2011, 182). As noted in Townsend’s work, consent models were only
beginning to develop in the 1970s and have made great improvement (1972, 23, 78). Accepted
models now include SSC (safe, sane, consensual), RACK (risk-aware, consensual kink), and
PRICK (personal responsibility, informed, consensual kink), which all have grown out of
safeword Kink models that were present in the Old Guard. All of these models have their own
issues in contemporary time, but are a vast improvement from the sole safeword method that is
not universal. As Townsend, Califia, and Baldwin have noted, consent is the basis of the
community. These ideals of the Old Guard have not been implemented in contemporary times, at
least not to the level that they should be twenty years after the end of the Golden Era of Leather.
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Platforms like TikTok are the perfect example of how Leather and SM culture has
disappeared over time due to the HIV/AIDs epidemic and censorship. Anti-pornography
feminists, as an attempt to protect women and children, have created dangerous living conditions
for everyone in a society obsessed with sex without the tools to properly prevent harm both
mentally and physically. Post-sexual liberation United States has seen an increase of control over
sexual reproduction, including abortion rights, as well as displays of sexuality in the media.
Many social media platforms including Tumblr have purged their sites of sexually explicit
content. In December 2018, Tumblr announced a ban on “adult content,” including a variety of
tag bans and algorithm changes that would prevent this content from being hosted on their site.
This ban, instead of resulting in the intended ban on sexual content and sex-work, banned
various queer communities and sex education and safety information (“What Tumblr’s” 2019).
While it is not confirmed, it is likely that Tumblr changed its terms of service (TOS) due to
FOSTA (Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act) and SESTA (Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act).
Both of these laws were signed by former President Trump in April 2018. These policies equate
prostitution with trafficking. They also make platforms liable for the content and individuals that
they host on their sites, including grooming, which is difficult to monitor due to the secretive
nature of it. Sites like Twitter and Reddit have continuously been updating their TOS since these
laws have been enacted to comply with not only the rapid growth of their platforms, but the rapid
surveillance online. These policies also unproportionally effect black women, transgender and
LGBTQA+ individuals, and disabled individuals who are already a target for online harassment.
In 2021, OnlyFans, a website that has built a dedicated sex-work platform “streamlined interface
enabled individuals over the age of 18 to sell and buy monthly subscriptions to a feed of images
and video too racy for Instagram,” released an announcement regarding its decision to ban “adult
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content” (Bernstein 2021). This ban, originally announced in August 2021 warned users and
creators they had two months, until October 2021, to remove all content that did not meet their
new TOS. Within a few days of the announcement, OnlyFans reversed its decision due to the
backlash, but made policy changes for creators that limited what kind of content, including
fetishes, they could post (Bernstein 2021). Some of the banned words include choking, pegging,
medical play, and unsurprisingly, the word consent (Citrus 2021). As noted with Tumblr as well,
the attempt to ban and restrict sexual content also impacts the reach and credibility of sex
education sources. OnlyFans banning the word consent is more than just an algorithm
malfunction, but a stance on sex safety protocols and education. As government surveillance
increases and policies become increasingly strict, the spaces in which people experience their
lives, both online and off, are slowly censored and reduced down to what is considered
appropriate for public consumption (M. Fischer 2022). With social media sites banning specific
tag words, others banning an entire genre of content, sex education content is disappearing along
with the history of sexuality.

Conclusion
Leather and SM history is a vital part of LGBTQA+ history. Knowledge about Kink safety is
vital to healthy sexual practices. As Kink becomes increasingly normalized and represented in
media, sex education and sex safety have become vital. With social media sites like TikTok and
Twitter having growing sex education and Kink subpopulations, it it important that the
knowledge developed and recorded in the Old Guard Golden era of Kink remains in our retelling
of history. The Samois and Old Guard gay Leather communities from the 1970s are vital to our
understanding of not only human sexuality, but of LGBTQA+ history and feminist studies. The

Cloyd 27
Sex Wars provide context to the current debates regarding sexuality, sexual freedom, and Kink,
and their impact on both individuals and a society that is slowly dismantling patriarchal
standards and purity based expectations. Anti-pornography feminism and the current SWERF
movement to censor human sexuality has been detrimental to the exploration of the human
condition as well as the spread of sexual education and safety programs across the nation. As
noted by SIECUS, abstinence only programs based around purity culture are becoming the
dominant form of sex education (2022). American youth are sexually stunted and forced to
search for information themselves on sites with less then credible information taught by
predators. As someone who grew up with exclusively abstinence only programming in my K-12
education, I was forced to sift through the available sexual health and safety information, which
was often unhelpful at best, and dangerous and scarring at worst. Sites like Reddit were the only
places to find LGBTQA+ sex education as a teenager. Tumblr hosted a wide variety of Kink
safety information that was inaccurate and harmful to my sense of self and how I went about
relationships with others in my foundational years. These sites were rampant with abusers and
predators that intentionally fed teenagers incorrect information in order to groom and abuse
them, and I am forever traumatized by these experiences.
Sex education and safety are vital to building healthy sexual behaviors and ideals. This
begins as a child, learning age appropriate sexual education information: accurate medical
terminology, asking consent touch someone else and engage with their belongings, and learning
to set boundaries regarding your body. Consent is a foundational skill that is present in
everything that we do. Without the ability to say no, or have a fully informed yes, we are
ignorant to the risks and possibilities of our actions. Sex education teaches us more than how to
enage in our sexuality by ourselves or with others, but how to navigate the world. Knowledge of
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how to create and set our boundaries and to respect what we want, will, and will not do shapes
all our experiences. Human survival depends on our ability to navigate our settings in a healthy
way, and sex education helps build those skills. Sex education that is inclusive of Kink history,
practices, and safety protocols provides an environment that encourages people to find their
interests and pursue them in healthy ways with accurate safety information. This includes the
ethics developed during the Old Guard era surrounding body autonomy and boundary creation.
As Kink becomes mainstream and the community grows, it is important for these spaces to be
filled with accurate and diverse information regarding safety. As these communities grow online,
it is vital to emphasize inclusive consent models and monitor these spaces for dangerous
behavior: harmful false information, predators, and minors who do not belong in these spaces.
Harm reduction and safety should be a priority as well as providing space for people to explore
their interests and identity. Sex education teaches us more than how to properly put on a condom
and prevent STIs. It teaches us how to relate to others, to set, establish, and enforce boundaries,
and develop a healthy relationship with our bodies. Sex education teaches us how to be human
and treat ourselves and others with respect.
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